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of character, down to the most trivial, in the lives of painters and other
artists. The hunger for such glimpses, endearing or disconcerting, arises
less from any revelation of genius they may furnish than from the contrast
between a fallible mortal's course in the violent or humdrum outer world
and the Imagination which could invent or distil from it something of
beauty incorruptible. The historian's part is to authenticate, date and lo-
cate the work; the critic's to discriminate and praise; the biographer's to
write one more chapter of the Human Comedy.
In one of Henry James's sketches there is a character whose form Is
present only when others are there to look at him. Steer, the still centre, the
magnet of a devoted and actively gyrating circle, was something like that.
I have judged it illuminating therefore, to include some account, not only
of his family circle and domestic setting, but of the 'sodality9, to borrow
Tonks's word, that reflected his Inspiration, cherished his foibles and was
more vocal than himself. By its consent the stranger, under whose gaze
Steer's unassertive features might tend, at times, to fade out, may be con-
vinced of a massive presence in absence.
The great are apt to be odd as mortals see them. Steer's brand of oddity
was a protective screen of ordinariness to disguise acutely sensitive feeling
and to hoard against busybodies and tedious gossips the inner travail of
what from on high had visited and disturbed him.